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ABSTRACT: Bad Things to Good People: Stories
Christopher Ryne Brewer
Bad Things to Good People: Stories is a brief collection of five fictional short stories.
As the collection’s title, which also serves as a bookending table of contents, indicates, these
stories focus on the wide-ranging idea of bad things happening to good people. Written mostly
in the literary style of minimalism, these stories explore various themes which circulate around
topics such as: relationships, both familial and romantic, grieving losses, and a basic human
need to make meaning of the sometimes-troubling events in one’s life. In the introduction to this
collection, the stories offered here are compared alongside the works of some of the author’s
biggest literary influences, which include Amy Hempel, Raymond Carver, and Susan Minot.
This introductory analysis is also accompanied by an examination of the author’s work and the
work of published authors in conjunction with the theoretical frameworks of minimalist writing
set forth in Cynthia Hallett’s Minimalism and the Short Story as well as Forrest Ingram’s ideas
concerning short story cycles found in his book Representative Short Story Cycles of the
Twentieth Century.
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Introduction
As a writer of short fiction, I have found that there is a strange sensation when first
peering beneath the surface of one’s own lines, drawing back the shades of ambiguity and
finding new implications ambling alongside those initially intended. This notion of layered
meanings, intentional or otherwise, immediately becomes reflective of the idea of character
which most writers of fiction strive to create – a dramatized figure who readers can relate to or
feel sympathy for, whose true motivations, like those of real people, may not always be offered
up willingly. The characters which readers encounter in the stories I offer in this short collection
are prime examples of this idea. Written mostly in the literary style of minimalism, my
characters push forward through action, or sometimes inaction, driven or delayed by impulses
which, when thoughtfully looked upon, can reveal their true intentions or desires. In writing this
introduction, I am forsaking the strangeness of the process of gazing deeper in hopes to establish
a framework built from both theoretical and influential reference points which best exemplify my
process and style of writing, to offer a type of discovery not only for my readers but also for
myself.
In Minimalism and the Short Story, Cynthia Hallett appears to set forth not necessarily to
define literary minimalism, but to help readers understand some of its major characteristics, as
well as the artistic and aesthetic qualities that minimalist writing has to offer. Minimalist short
stories often require a large amount of reader participation to fill in the blanks; also, they are not
necessarily accounts of a character’s actions, for the true focus of these stories has mostly
happened before or after the story takes place. Instead, these are stories of a character’s reaction
or their lack thereof. Of minimalist short stories, Hallett tells us they “appear to be inhabited
most by characters who are isolated by inarticulation, dislocated relationships, emotional
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paralysis, or an absence of the desire to participate—even in their own lives” (Hallett 3). This is
important not only within the context of character, but within the context of the language of
minimalism as well. The language is often blunt, which seems to emphasize this type of
inarticulation and emotional paralysis. Examples of such characters, as I intend to discuss
further, can easily be found in my own attempts at the minimalist style.
Of Hallett’s nine characteristics of minimalism, I would contend that my stories abide by
the following: “a compact prose that by individual artistic design effects a complex pattern of
trope which expands from what first appear to be trivial matters into universal concerns;” “nonheroic characters who resemble everyday people doing everyday things;” “implications of an
existential, often absurd, universe in which ‘real’ communication is impossible and action is
useless;” “a recognition that words are useless, for most things are unsayable;” and “a universe in
which no one thing appears innately important, so all worth is artificially conferred, decided by
individual values” (Hallett 25).
One point that Hallett makes about minimalism that seems to be present in my own
writing is that the people in these stories are “characterized by a certain incapacity for or lack of
emotion and an inability to verbalize, to communicate, or to connect with others” (Hallett 16).
At first, this notion makes it seem that many of the characters in minimalist fiction could be
considered as insensitive or unfeeling, which under certain circumstances could very well be
easily argued. However, Hallett’s idea of lacking emotion rather points to a character’s
internalized state of stalemate, or their inability to move forward from something due to a
stubborn unwillingness or failure to talk about it. With this said, characters who might have once
been viewed as insensitive instead become deserving of the reader’s full attention and even, in a
lot of stories, their sympathies. In this type of short fiction, the story invites the reader to
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become intrigued by what it is that the characters are failing to communicate, because often it is
what they are not saying that stands as the reason behind their seeming incapacity for emotion
and inability to connect with others. Although there are many examples of this scenario in
minimalist short fiction, one story that accurately illustrates this idea is “The Annex” by Amy
Hempel.
In “The Annex,” Hempel’s first-person narrator masks her inability to verbalize her main
concerns by focusing on watching and criticizing a woman who visits the grave of her unborn
child each day. The reader becomes aware of this as the narrator says in the story’s opening
lines, “The headlights hit the headstone and I hate it all over again. It is all that I can ever see, all
that I can ever talk about” (Hempel 223). The woman and her dead child become the obsession
of this narrator as she looks out onto the graveyard from every window in the front of her house.
The narrator’s ultimate intentions are alluded to in the way she is constantly looking for a shovel
throughout the story, blaming the tool’s misplacement on her husband, perhaps hinting that she is
seeking out this tool to dig up the grave: “What did he use the shovel for last? … But he would
not have left the shovel outside, would he?” (Hempel 225). While this certainly sheds light on
the narrator’s lack of sympathy, it is what she is unable to fully communicate, about why this
woman plays such a big role in her life, that makes the story a true example of minimalism.
What can be inferred from what the narrator leaves unsaid in the story is that something may
have happened between the narrator’s husband and this other woman, which potentially led to an
abortion or miscarriage, if not in the story’s reality, then at least in the narrator’s mind. We see
this scenario hinted at toward the story’s end when the narrator questions why she and her
husband are unable to sleep at night: “Is this why we’re up so much – because of the light? Or
is it because we know that I have what she already had and still wants?” (Hempel 227). In a
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way, this line contains the majority of what the narrator refrains from saying throughout the
story, that she either knows or suspects her husband of having an affair, which strengthens
Hallett’s idea that minimalist fiction is inhabited by characters who seem to lack emotion and
suffer from an inability to communicate. As the narrator of “The Annex” continues her search
for the shovel in the story’s final line, the roots of her paranoia and sense of emotional stalemate,
which she otherwise remains unable to communicate to the reader, become revealed.
On the surface, my story “Bad Things” is a short piece about childhood and loss told
from the perspective of a brother, Andy, who senses a severed connection with Beth, his younger
sister. This story, like “The Annex,” has a few points that the narrator, almost through an
inability to communicate, refuses to fully bring to light. As the story shifts between first and
second-person narration, Andy uses the backdrop of their mother’s funeral, while also examining
the earlier death of their father, to tell how he perceived both of these shared traumas. He then
occasionally relies on second-person narration from his sister’s point of view in an attempt to
imagine how the same events were understood by her and to uncover the moment in which their
relationship became disconnected. This back and forth style of narration allows readers to see
Andy trying to reconnect with his sister by adopting her sense of logic which he mentions early
on in the story, saying, “it didn’t take long for me to realize that reason and rationale were things
you were never afraid of” (20). He later attempts to use this same kind of rationale by imagining
her reasons for locking herself in the upstairs bathroom on the day of their mother’s funeral:
“You remember that you’ve locked yourself in there for a reason, as some self-sacrificing sort of
confinement, and that there’s been too little change or growth for you to come out yet” (22).
With that being said about the premise of the story, “Bad Things” incorporates similar
ideas and minimalist techniques found in Amy Hempel’s “The Annex.” Where the shovel in
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Hempel’s story seems to be a means to an end in removing the pain-causing agent in the
narrator’s life, the hammer in my story and Andy’s poor attempt at fixing the roof of his dead
mother’s old house could be viewed as his personal attempt at unspoken catharsis. We see the
importance of the shovel in “The Annex” as the narrator speaks in the story’s closing paragraph:
“her baby will be buried in my life unless I can … maybe find the goddamn shovel” (Hempel
227). In contrast, the act of Andy using a hammer to repair the roof above the bathroom is
mentioned almost as in passing as readers can see his “hands fumbling with the hammer while
tracing the top of each weathered shingle trying to keep balance” (19). In both stories, these
tools become objects of potential empowerment for the narrators, however the varying potentials
of the two are never fully met. As we see in “The Annex,” the narrator’s object is misplaced by
her husband. This could be read as a reflection of the loss of power she feels in being reminded
of the speculated affair her husband has had by looking out at the dead baby’s gravestone each
day. Although the sentiment is the same, this loss scenario differs greatly from the loss of power
Andy experiences in “Bad Things.” In my story, Andy’s loss of power comes from lacking the
expertise required to operate the tool which could empower him. We see this as Andy reflects on
what his girlfriend, Maddy, tells him the day following the incident: “She says that we should’ve
hired a professional, that I had no business hammering away up there in the first place” (25).
Here, Andy’s inexperience with the tool becomes a reflection of his inability to articulate his
own grief or communicate with his sister.
If examined this way, the story behind Andy’s actions becomes more clear, despite his
“inability to verbalize” which Hallett finds common in minimalist fiction. The true story lies in
the fact that his sister has locked herself away in the bathroom directly below the spot in which
Andy works on the roof. This allows the act to be seen as Andy’s failed attempt to rebuild the
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relationship the two of them once had before the deaths of their parents, to ensure her safety, or
to protect her from further tragedies of what could and does happen next. This thing that
happens next, of course, is Andy falling through the roof, and it is what happens after that further
employs the same aspect of minimalism. When Andy falls, he falls directly through the
roofbeams, which is reminiscent of his father’s death where he fell from a set of beams at a
construction site during the siblings’ teenage years, and into the bathtub in which his sister has
placed her three goldfish. Here, with a hint at minimalism but almost left obvious, the goldfish
are meant to represent Andy, Beth, and Maddy, the neighbor girl who was once the sister’s best
friend but is currently Andy’s girlfriend. As Andy falls into the bathtub and sends his sister
shrieking from the once-locked room, two of the three goldfish are flung over the edge of the tub
as Andy splashes down into the water and is knocked unconscious. Here, the two goldfish are
meant to represent Andy and Maddy, having left the solitary fish alone, which represents his
sister, in the tub with the remnants of the family’s most recent tragedy. This is meant to reflect
the sense of abandonment his sister must feel that Andy alludes to but never speaks outright in
the story, as well as his own personal guilt for leaving her feeling that way by dating, and
effectively stealing, Maddy, the only friend his sister ever really had.
While on the subject of troubled or disconnected relationships, Hallett also states that
minimalist stories “appear to be inhabited most by characters who are isolated by inarticulation,
dislocated relationships, emotional paralysis, or an absence of the desire to participate – even in
their own lives” (Hallett 3). Here, we find another aspect of failed communication present in
minimalist stories. While some characters in this type of fiction simply do not talk about their
trauma, others may attempt to talk about it but lack the ability to articulate their concerns in a
meaningful or satisfying manner. The main idea behind Hallett’s statement can also be seen
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reflected in two of the nine characteristics of minimalism which she later defines as:
“implications of an existential, often absurd, universe in which ‘real’ communication is
impossible and action is useless” and “a recognition that words are useless, for most things are
unsayable” (Hallett 25). Examined in the context of the previous quote, the idea that action
seems useless to a character could certainly be reflected in their loss of desire to participate in
their own lives, a notion that could be summed up by the simple question – what’s the point?
One example of a story that perfectly demonstrates these thoughts is “Why Don’t You Dance?”
by Raymond Carver.
In this story, Carver’s narrator poses readers with the absurd scenario of a man who has
moved all of his furniture and possessions, except for a few boxes left inside the house, out onto
his front yard and driveway. While pouring himself a drink and examining the scene, more
specifically his bedroom suite, the man notices how “things looked much the way they had in the
bedroom – nightstand and reading lamp on his side of the bed, nightstand and reading lamp on
her side” (Carver 3). This sentence being one of only two mentions of a “her” in the man’s life
points toward Hallett’s idea of a dislocated relationship, and this idea becomes immediately
solidified in the one-sentence paragraph that promptly follows: “His side, her side” (Carver 3).
Here, Carver’s intentional repetition of the word “side” draws the reader’s mind to make
connotative assumptions about what the narrator might be hinting at. While the previous
mention of sides is clearly a reference to the layout of the couple’s bedroom, this second use of
sides calls to mind other implications of the word, such as the differing sides of an argument or
varying sides of a story between the couple. When looked at in this way, the man’s action of
placing all of his belongings outside becomes a method for him to expose himself, as well as the
whole neighborhood, to the truth of what has happened between him and the “her” in the story.
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The man’s noticing that things looked the same outside of the house as they did inside then can
be seen as a reflection of the idea that his actions are useless – something has happened and
nothing can change it. No matter which way the reader decides to make meaning of this initial
hinting at what the man may be unable to fully articulate, it is this very idea which sets the stage
for the events that follow as the story continues.
While the man in Carver’s story is away from the house, having left all of his possessions
outside and unattended to make a trip to the market for sandwiches and more alcohol, a young
couple pulls up to the house assuming that the man is having a yard sale. When the man arrives
home to find the boy and girl perusing his items, they immediately inquire about making
purchases. Although it may not have been his intent to sell his furniture and belongings, the man
goes along with their idea and sells them the items they wish to buy at amounts lower than his
original asking price. When the girl is later retelling the story of the “old guy” who sold and
gave away his stuff to them, it is mentioned that “She kept talking. She told everyone. There
was more to it, and she was trying to get it talked out. After a time, she quit trying” (Carver 10).
The idea that the girl eventually quit trying to get the story “talked out” is not only a reflection of
the man’s unwillingness to part with any of the details concerning his situation, but it also
exemplifies one of Hallett’s arguments about characters who are isolated by inarticulation. In
this story, we see the kind of inarticulation that is common in many minimalist stories in two
very different ways – a character refusing to speak about an event, as well as a character who
speaks but cannot convey the true feeling or meaning of an experience.
Both of these types of inarticulation are also present in my story “Full of Grace.” In this
story, an older married couple have seen their better days. It is implied within the story but never
stated outright that Ray is afflicted with a terminal illness related to alcoholism while his wife,
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Norma, is suffering from a type of dementia. Due to her dementia, Norma often confuses Ray
for either an abusive stepfather from her past or the priest of the Catholic church she went to
when she was younger. The couple’s dislocated relationship and inability to communicate are
immediately made apparent in the first few moments of the story as Ray attempts to fend off a
violent attack from Norma, pleading with her: “‘Would you please knock that shit off?’ he says.
‘For heaven’s sake, Norma. I’m Ray. I’m your husband’” (44). We then see a similar type of
disjointed communication when Ray recalls a moment the two shared many years earlier. As he
is attempting to show Norma the difference between a star and Venus, she offers the following:
“‘See that flashing red one?’ she’d say. ‘That’s a helicopter’” (45). This implies not only a level
of disinterest on Norma’s part, but could also suggest her ineptitude toward the main subject of
Ray’s career goal of becoming an astronomer, both of which could certainly impair the couple’s
overall communication.
As “Full of Grace” approaches its conclusion, there is a scene which puts Ray’s
inarticulation into action in a way similar to how Carver handles the man’s unwillingness to
speak in “Why Don’t You Dance?” While Carver’s character sells the belongings he once
shared with who we can assume is his wife as a way to put his grief into action, my character of
Ray weakly ventures into his backyard to disassemble Norma’s last allusion to the couple’s
troubled marriage. In a display that articulates all of the things that are left unsaid in the story,
Ray finally confronts the ring of rocks Norma had placed around the telescope he’d left in the
backyard when: “Ray walks toward the telescope, begins reaching down into the tall grass and
lifting away the large gray rocks one at a time. The first few, he is able to carry to the edge of
the hill and roll them over the side. The last, he carries less than a meter and lets them fall to the
ground at his feet” (50). Here, the implications of Ray’s actions speak toward what is left unsaid

9

throughout the story. If the ring represents his bond of marriage to Norma, then Ray has
removed the symbol which ties him to a woman who he feels is no longer the woman he married.
Another point that Hallett makes which helps solidify the ties between these two stories is
her acknowledgement that the world reflected in minimalist stories expresses “the futility of
action and the inability of language to communicate precisely” (Hallett 10). Again, this can be
seen in the way the girl at the end of Carver’s story “Why Don’t You Dance?” struggles with
getting her experience “talked out.” In “Full of Grace,” a similar approach to expressing this
very inability to communicate can be seen at the end of the story as Ray confesses to his sleeping
wife: “‘For heaven’s sake, Norma,’ he whispers, ‘I don’t know what else to say’” (51). Ray’s
final action of placing the morphine patches all over himself and Norma in what seems to be an
attempt to overdose the two of them together also calls to mind Hallett’s idea that “repressed or
compressed emotion is a key function of minimalism – emotion resounding below a fragile,
deceptively mute surface” (Hallett 16). Here, Ray’s ultimate action of letting go can be read in
the same way as the man’s attempt at letting go in “Why Don’t You Dance?” Where Ray’s
release comes from overdosing himself and his wife on the morphine patches, the man in
Carver’s story finds his own way of releasing compressed emotions by selling all of his
possessions to a young couple at low prices. In “Full of Grace,” however, readers are confronted
at the end of the story with a chance to make assumptions as to what repressed or compressed
emotion may have led to Ray’s sudden actions – whether it is a form of resentment or a simple
inability to see any other action as useful.
Given that two of the stories in my collection are interrelated, it also becomes important
to examine Forrest Ingram’s ideas of the short story cycle in combination with Hallett’s ideas of
minimalism. In Representative Short Story Cycles of the Twentieth Century, Ingram defines a
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short story cycle as a collection of stories “so linked to each other by their author that the
reader’s successive experience on various levels of the pattern of the whole significantly
modifies his experience of each of its component parts” (Ingram 19). Here, each of the
component parts is meant to signify each individual story in a short story cycle, and Ingram
seeks to emphasize each story’s connection to the larger whole. While each story is ultimately
capable of standing on its own, they each still rely on one another to grow and realize a greater
significance as individual pieces by becoming more informed from their interconnectedness to
the pieces which both precede and follow them. Of the patterns of recurrence and development
within short story cycles, Ingram likens them to the motion of a wheel: “The rim of the wheel
represents recurrent elements in a cycle which rotate around a thematic center. As these
elements … repeat themselves, turn in on themselves, recur, the whole wheel moves forward”
(Ingram 20-21). Here, Ingram’s choice of the term short story cycle in regards to a collection’s
overall cyclical motion becomes apparent. One collection that perfectly exemplifies this idea of
both a forward and backward cyclical motion, while at the same time incorporating Hallett’s
ideas of minimalism, is Susan Minot’s Monkeys.
In Monkeys, Minot offers nine short stories, spanning a thirteen-year time period and
offered in chronological order, which all work together to tell the tragic story of the Vincent
family. In “Hiding,” the first story in the collection, we are introduced to the parents of the
family, Gus and Rosie Vincent, along with their six children, ordered from oldest to youngest:
Caitlin, Sophie, Delilah, Gus Jr., Sherman, and Chicky. This story is told from the perspective of
Sophie and highlights the children’s attachment to their mother juxtaposed with their father’s
tendency toward alcoholism and aloofness. The father’s detachment can be seen in the story’s
opening sentence: “Our father doesn’t go to church with us but we’re all downstairs in the hall at
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the same time, bumbling, ready to go” (Minot 1). As the story continues, the father is
continually portrayed as distant from his family, and readers are initially and constantly
confronted with opportunities to form distasteful opinions about him. We see Rosie, his wife,
even taking jabs at him as Sophie tells us, “She calls him Uncs, short for Uncle, a kind of joke, I
guess, calling him Uncs while he calls her Mum, same as we do” (Minot 6). This alone calls to
mind Hallett’s ideas of disconnected relationships within minimalist writing, but the idea is
strengthened even more as the story concludes. At the end of “Hiding,” we find the mother and
six children all crammed into an upstairs hallway closet, hiding from the father as they wait for
him to return home. When the father does return home, however, he merely calls out for the
family two times before settling down in front of the living room television and pouring himself
a drink. As the family upstairs realizes that their impromptu game of hide and seek with the
father has been replaced by his own seemingly-selfish disinterest in finding them, the family
emerges from the closet and the children wait at the top of the stairs, refusing to go down to face
their father until their mother goes first. This, along with many other details throughout the
story, are all meant to portray the father as uncaring and disinterested, purposefully putting
distance between himself and his wife and their children.
In the stories that follow, however, Hallett’s ideas of minimalism intertwine with
Ingram’s ideas of the short story cycle to shape and reshape our ideas about each family member,
including the father, over the course and movement of the book’s greater narrative structure. We
see this reshaping of ideas most predominately after reading the fourth story of the collection,
“Wildflowers,” when readers are finally given a hint as to why the father might have seemed
detached from his family in the previous stories. The hint comes as the children pick up on how
their mother gazes at another man, Wilbur Kittredge, a wealthy, well-known and well-liked
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socialite. “When Mum handed the man a cup of tea, the look was there: thrilled,” the children
notice while looking at their mother’s eyes as she interacts with Mr. Kittredge (Minot 63). The
narration continues to elaborate on the mother’s relationship with this other man, telling us how
she often goes on carriage rides with Mr. Kittredge and visits him at his home. Also, readers are
made aware of how this other man has sent her many gifts over the course of several years, gifts
which she puts on display throughout the family home, while either hiding gifts her husband has
given her away in the basement or simply returning them to the stores where he purchased them
(Minot 64). At the end of the story, readers are given another hint that further severs the shared
connections within the family. After finding that the Vincent family has had a baby that died as
an infant – Frances, a girl born between Gus Jr. and Sherman – and that the baby’s death had
possibly had something to do with their own mother’s neglect, the children recall how their
mother reacted to the newest, final Vincent baby being born. The seventh Vincent child,
although she is the eighth to be born, is introduced as Miranda Rose. When the children watch
as their mother looks at the baby during a feeding session at the end of the story, they notice the
same thrilled, fierce look in her eyes as when she looked at Mr. Kittredge (Minot 73). What this
alludes to is that the last Vincent child could possibly have been fathered by Mr. Kittredge, and
the fact that he has been sending Rosie gifts over the course of the years calls to question
whether or not any of the other Vincent children are his as well. If readers look at the story of
the Vincent family under this light, the father’s actions in the previous stories and the stories that
follow become more realistic and reasonable. Here, Hallett’s ideas of a character “isolated by
inarticulation, dislocated relationships, emotional paralysis, or an absence of the desire to
participate” and of “a complex pattern of trope which expands from what first appear to be trivial
matters into universal concerns” directly collide with Ingram’s ideas of “dynamic patterns of
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recurrence and development” which operate “like the motion of a wheel” (Hallett 3, 25; Ingram
20). Where these ideas collide, of course, is at the intersection Minot has created with the
character of Gus Vincent and the relationship he shares with his wife and their seven possible
children.
While my collection of stories presented here are not all interrelated and therefore cannot
be referred to as a short story cycle, the two stories from the collection which are related share a
similar connection to the stories of Minot’s Monkeys. In a way not unlike how Minot’s story
“Wildflowers” answers questions brought forth from readings of the previous stories – most
notably stories such as “Hiding” and “Allowance” – my story “The Dance” provides resolutions
to many of the questions readers may have after first encountering “Bad Things.” Whereas “Bad
Things” is told from the perspective of Andy, the older brother, in part to his sister, “The Dance”
is told from the perspective of Beth, the sister, and elaborates on the events told in the previous
story while also pointing toward deeper concerns within the remaining members of a grieving
family.
My story “Bad Things” ends with a line that could be read almost as a question, where
Andy is unaware of Beth’s whereabouts but still speaks to her, stating that he knows they can
make sense of the recent events in their lives “if you ever find your way back from wherever you
are” (26). Intentionally, the opening line of “The Dance” reads as if a response to Andy’s
question, where Beth confesses, “Maddy knew where to find me when my brother didn’t” (36).
Here, we can be reminded of Ingram’s claim of short story cycles, that the “rim of the wheel
represents recurrent elements in a cycle which rotate around a thematic center” (Ingram 20). The
major theme that lies at the center of these two stories, of course, is one of not knowing yet
trying to make meaning of the events in one’s life. Other themes operate in the background of
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these two stories, themes such as family, relationships, and grief. At the same time, the root of
this major theme of the unknown is deeply related to Hallett’s idea that “most things are
unsayable” (Hallett 25). However, the unsayable things in Andy’s story differ from Beth’s in a
few minor ways, as readers discover as they read further into “The Dance.” As Andy attempts to
distract himself from his own grief by making repairs on the house while also seeking to repair
the relationship with his sister, readers learn that Beth’s way of grieving takes another turn after
the incident in “Bad Things,” as she is not only struggling with the death of her mother, but also
the weight of a secret the two of them had shared which is unveiled in “The Dance.” In “Bad
Things,” Andy speaks to Beth, alluding to the connection between his father’s death from falling
from a set of roof beams at a construction site and the fact that he has recently fallen through the
dry-rotted beams of their mother’s home: “You see my feet come through the ceiling first …
dropping down like a forgotten omen right in front of you” (23). To Beth, this forgotten omen
that Andy speaks of serves as an exact enough reminder to send her running from the house and
to her mother’s consignment shop, one which she still has the key to. Here, Beth acts out her
grief again by creating a portrait not only of the secret she shared with her mother – that her
father had been an unfaithful husband – but also a reminder of her mother’s willingness to stay in
the marriage for the sake of their family, much in the way that Gus Vincent remains married to
Rosie until her death, despite his knowledge of her affair, in Minot’s Monkeys.
These two interrelated stories in my collection also build upon one another not only in
what Ingram refers to as their “dynamic patterns of recurrence and development,” but also in
following his idea that characters in these types of connected stories “are often delineated
through comparison with and contrast to the other characters in the cycle, some of whom may
actively influence their growth or present condition” (Ingram 20). We can see these ideas of
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recurrent patterns and characters shaping a reader’s interpretation begin to unfold in “Bad
Things” as Andy offers his feelings about Beth’s tendency to think logically rather than
emotionally. He does this in the way he interjects her explanation of how the two of them were
born on the same day in September, four years apart: “You came home from high school one
day claiming that it must have had something to do with biology, a subject you were studying at
the time. You said that our parents could have been seasonal lovers, but that they were probably
just trying to find ways to stay warm in the middle of a cold winter” (20). The idea of Beth
being interested in the logic and rationale that sciences can offer is followed up on in “The
Dance” with the biology-based imagery she uses in describing her view on memories fading:
“These kinds of memories ripen until they finally expire, like a bell curve made up of birth, life,
then the downslope toward death and whatever comes after” (36). However, as “The Dance”
continues, readers discover that Beth’s actions do not always have foundations based on logic, as
Andy leads readers to believe in “Bad Things.” In his story, Andy sees Beth’s way of grieving
by placing the three goldfish in the bathtub as also having roots, in some ways, in the biology he
mentions earlier, noting how he feels she needed “one small example of how a thing can grow
bigger without breaking or losing something else along the way” (25). However, as we see in
“The Dance,” Beth’s final actions in this story are not based on logic, but instead on a level more
appropriately described as an emotional catharsis – placing her deceased mother’s dresses on the
clotheslines stretched across the length of the consignment shop, she tells us: “Still yet, when I
pulled on the lines … I brought them to life, my mother and those secrets she kept. I made them
dance in a way that required no music” (43). Here, readers must begin to imagine whether or not
Beth’s actions in “Bad Things” were a display of her necessity for the proof of the possibility of
growth, or logically-driven as Andy would like to believe, or if they were rather an amateur act
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of movement toward what becomes the greater, emotionally-driven demonstration of her grief in
“The Dance.” With this being said, we can return not only to Ingram’s ideas of recurrence and
characters within short story cycles being defined by way of other characters, but also to
Hallett’s idea that, in minimalist fiction, words are useless and most things are unsayable.
Whereas Andy initially presents Beth as logical and almost stoic in “Bad Things,” in her own
story, “The Dance,” her character becomes redefined as we rediscover her inability to put her
feelings into words, along with her tendencies toward distrust and a strong need to act out her
grief in a way which allows her to become an audience to her own emotional reticence.
As I’ve intended to show, my writing is and has been influenced, knowingly at the time
or not, by many authors, ideas, and perspectives. The five stories offered in this small collection
operate on similar themes of loneliness and inarticulation which can be seen as an allusion just
beneath the surface of Hallett’s nine characteristics of minimalism. Whether my characters
attempt to communicate through either words or actions, their true intent, or the meaning behind
each of their motions, is something they never leave fully rendered for the reader. To uncover
their truths, a little digging must be done – a notion that Hempel’s narrator of “The Annex”
would surely be in agreeance with. There is, as there always will be, something unsayable in all
of their lives – whether it’s Andy’s unresolved grief in “Bad Things,” or Beth’s reaching out
toward the ghosts and secrets of her past in “The Dance,” or Ray’s ultimate feeling of abandoned
hopelessness in “Full of Grace” – and their stories, in a lot of ways, remain the same. Something
has happened in all of their fictional lives, and it will continue to happen in the background of
their actions, unless they can find a way to make the unsayable something that they’re finally
able to get “talked out.”
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Bad Things
Let’s pretend you’ve lost something, something very important to you. You’ve combed
the entire house, looked under every bed, behind every curtain, beneath every rug. You’ve
checked the kitchen cabinets, those below the bathroom sink, the hallway closets, and the
pockets of your favorite winter coat. You’ve lifted every loose floorboard in your upstairs
bedroom, searched each shelf of the refrigerator, and even cracked the door to peek inside the
oven. You’ve started out to the garage, studying every lampshade you pass by, to check the
trunk of your car, the drawers of our father’s old wooden workbench, his coffee cans full of
long-rusted nails. As you approach the door, you remember one place inside the house that you
haven’t looked – the attic, among the tattered cardboard boxes full of forgotten drinking glasses,
the ones wrapped in yellowing newspaper with the diamond pattern etched from the bottom up to
the rim, and the fabric-pinned beige mannequins our mother used for sewing the long summer
dresses that she wore throughout our childhood. There, caught somewhere between those two
memories, is where you’ll find me: searching for whatever it was that went missing and hoping
that it isn’t too late to get it back.
❖
The way the story ends is like this: you kept yourself locked inside the bathroom for
three days, and then you came out. I imagine you sitting there on your knees in front of the
bathtub, watching your goldfish swim in the direction that you always called upstream – close to
the surface and away from the waterfall cascading into the tub from the calcium-stained faucet.
You’re rocking forward and backward like a nervous child, tossing in palmfuls of dried brine
shrimp, watching the bright heads bob to the surface as your fish flutter toward the food and out
of the downward current.
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Then Maddy comes outside, stands beneath the old maple tree whose branches hide your
bedroom window, the tree with all three of our initials carved into the now-peeling bark. I think
about time passing, the healing of wounds, how even though I’m now twenty-six and you’re
twenty-two, some wounds still expose themselves like shallow scarring on a maple trunk. It’s
then that Maddy calls to me in a hushed but worried tone. I guide myself carefully along the
slant toward the edge of the roof, the place just over the bathroom and right above your head.
I’m crouched at the knees, my hands fumbling with the hammer while tracing the top of each
weathered shingle trying to keep balance, and I peer through the limbs past the lip of the leaffilled gutters. Maddy tells me that she’s been standing outside of the bathroom door and that she
thought she heard you crying. When I shrug my shoulders, she shakes her head, starts to turn,
stops. She’s your sister, she says. Maddy’s angry now, and I watch the breeze lift her hair, lay it
back down. And you’re supposed to be her best friend, I say. Then I watch as she fills her
cheeks with the warm summer air, turns, marches back toward the front of the house.
What happens next, I know after the fact, and my memory of the events could easily be a
fabrication, based loosely on what Maddy has told me since. She says this: when she went back
inside the house, she heard a loud cracking, followed by the bathroom door swinging open, its
brass knob cracking against the sheetrock and rattling the worn hinges. She says she heard you
screaming, along with the sounds of wood splintering, beams snapping, water splashing. Then
she says that, well, no one will ever really know for sure what happened next, not even her, but
sometimes in situations such as these, we have no choice but to try to make sense of it all.
❖
If we are going to get to the end, we have to start at the beginning. For our purpose, one
beginning can be the day of our mother’s funeral, the day you carried the three fishbowls up the
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stairs one by one, pouring them all into the bathtub and locking the door behind you. As we
gathered that morning to watch the wooden box sink slowly into the ground, the sun was
beaming overhead, and Maddy stood with her eyes glued to the soil, sniffing and gripping my
right arm, while you, at my left, watched in complete silence, occasionally dabbing the sweat
from your forehead with the white embroidered handkerchief that your nerves forced you to keep
wrapping around one finger. You were unable to find words at the time, or maybe you didn’t
need them, but there was a sense of honor, almost an air of rescue, in the way you passed through
the entryway once we returned home, stepping into the house which had belonged to our mother,
a house which had suddenly become our own. It was as if you were unexpectedly made aware of
the intricacies of an adult life that we had both grown to overlook, and you found your own way
of knowing what had to be done next. And now, looking back on it, I’m hoping to see what it
was you saw on that third day before the roof gave way beneath me, and I’d like to think you
saw something there in that bathtub that made it all worth it.
❖
You and I were born on the same day in September, though four years apart. It was a
small thing that most people would’ve chalked up to chance, but you looked for reason. You
came home from high school one day claiming that it must have had something to do with
biology, a subject you were studying at the time. You said that our parents could have been
seasonal lovers, but that they were probably just trying to find ways to stay warm in the middle
of a cold winter. No matter how or why it happened, it didn’t take long for me to realize that
reason and rationale were things you were never afraid of, no matter how uncomfortable they
became to talk about.
❖
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I grew up trying my best to be a decent older brother, but I can see how easily you
tumbled into the role of the distant younger sister. It started happening shortly after the death of
our father, the death we didn’t see coming. I was sixteen, you were twelve, and we had just
taken the bus home from school, the same way we had always done. But as soon as we stepped
inside the house that day, we heard the sound of our mother sobbing between her screams that
kept spilling out from the kitchen.
We looked at each other, dropped our homework to the floor, and hurried in to find her
kneeling beside the counter with her eyes hidden behind a pair of hands that wouldn’t stop
shaking. The phone was dangling from the receiver mounted on the kitchen wall, rotating in
quick circles at the end of the coiled line. Our mother stood up and stared at us, almost as if we
were strangers, her eyes looking wild, and then she said our father’s supervisor had just called
from the construction site, that there had been an accident, that our father had fallen four stories
from a set of metal roof beams, and that he had died before the ambulance could get there.
We watched our mother wipe her eyes with the back of her hand before turning to the
kitchen cabinets, opening each of them and glaring inside. We watched as she began picking up
dinner plates, lifting them high above her head, and we watched as she started shattering them
against the cracked linoleum floor. I remember feeling shocked by the sudden violence of her
grief, and I was unable to understand any of my own at the time. But you, without saying a
word, walked over to the cabinet closest to the phone’s vacant receiver. You began reaching in
for the drinking glasses, the ones with the diamond pattern etched up to the rim, and as our
mother threw down dishes and wept, you sent a number of those glasses sailing across the
kitchen to crash against the opposite wall.
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Later that night, we didn’t talk much about it. I remember you saying how you felt like
you had never really known him, only as a father, but not as a person. So we watched our feet as
we stepped carefully across the kitchen floor, sweeping the mess up into dustpans and filling a
plastic garbage can with thousands of broken pieces, and then I packed the rest of those glasses
into the cardboard boxes that I took up to the attic while our mother cried herself to sleep. And
even now, nearly ten years later, it still feels like part of us has been hiding up there, tucked away
between the folds of that day’s yellowing newspaper, ever since.
❖
When I imagine that third day of you being locked in the upstairs bathroom, I don’t see
you crying. I imagine you smiling, and you’re thinking about the time our mother told us how a
goldfish will only grow as large as its bowl will allow it. You’re watching the three fish dart
around the bottom of the bathtub, and the water rippling beneath their fins reminds you of
something, like the hem of our mother’s dress dancing around her ankles as she chased you
through the tall summer grass when we were children. The memory makes you want to go to her
closet, to try on one of those dresses, to spin circles in front of her tall oak mirror, but you stay
where you are, kneeling in front of the bathtub. You remember that you’ve locked yourself in
there for a reason, as some self-sacrificing sort of confinement, and that there’s been too little
change or growth for you to come out yet.
You turn around and you can see the shadow of Maddy’s feet through the crack beneath
the bathroom door, and then you see them walk away. You no longer think of her as a sister,
only as my girlfriend, and all of the memories you had made with her now seem to be filled with
false loyalties. You remember the day after our father died, how you and Maddy climbed the
maple tree, the one with all three of our initials carved into the trunk, and how you both stayed
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there for hours on the branch closest to your bedroom window, as if the two of you were trying
to catch sight of something through the pulled curtains behind your window’s drawn blinds. You
think about how she had asked you which window belonged to my room, and then your attention
is shaken from memory and brought back to the bathroom by the sound of the roof beams
cracking overhead.
You see my feet come through the ceiling first, a rain of broken plaster sprinkling the tub
with the three goldfish darting helplessly around it, and then a shower of dry-rotted splinters,
along with the rest of me, scraped up and knocked unconscious, dropping down like a forgotten
omen right in front of you. I imagine that’s when you screamed, unlocked the door, and bolted
from the bathroom, that moment when I hit the water and sent it splashing, with a wave of wet
wooden shards and two of your goldfish, over the edge of the tub. As you stood at the top of the
stairs, taking one last look over your shoulder, I wonder what was going through your mind – if
you thought it was all something you could’ve brushed off as coincidence, or if it seemed like the
past had been nothing less than a startling prediction of our future.
❖
You were nine and I was thirteen when Maddy’s parents moved themselves into the
house next door to ours. She was an only child, one year older than you, and the two of you
quickly became what seemed to be best friends. You easily familiarized yourselves with each
other’s favorite things, with you learning your way around her world of dress-up and makebelieve, and her discovering your world of being outdoors and climbing trees, a thing you had
picked up from me. The two of you started spending entire days together, pretending to be
ballerinas high up in the treetops until the threat of being grounded sent you both hurrying back
home.
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I can still remember the way you reacted when I asked if that’s what the two of you had
been doing the day after our father died, with your eyes and Maddy’s both glaring down at me
from the tree branch near your bedroom window. Please, you had said, we’re not children
anymore. But I remember how badly I wanted us to be, and how I was angry not only about the
loss of our father, but about that innocent part of us that passed away with him. It seems like that
was when the distance began working its way between us, that day when I confused your way of
mourning with play and make-believe. In that moment, my inexperience with grief turned into
an irrational anger toward you, and it’s taken me this long to realize how easy it is to get lost on a
road as long as that one.
But as time passed by, my anger left with it. When we continued to grow apart, I began
to feel sorry, alone, but lacked the courage to tell you. So I tried my best to know you through
Maddy, mostly over the course of that year when she entered high school and you were still
stuck in junior high. For the first few months, we would sit together during lunch and talk only
about you. I would ask, and she would tell, but always under the agreement that you would
never find out about any of it. So we got used to keeping secrets, and by the end of the year, we
reluctantly started dating. We kept it from you for a while, and when you finally caught us
holding hands under the old maple tree beneath your bedroom window, you tried your best to
curse us both. Maddy’s persistence led to what seemed to be a rekindling of your friendship
once you entered high school, but you kept your distance when it came to me, and I’m still not
sure that I can blame you for it.
❖
The passing of our mother was a thing that happened slowly. The doctors discovered her
cancer when you were fifteen, only three years after the death of our father, and we felt a kind of
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closeness from simply being there, from being forced to stay witness as the tumors outgrew her
brittling body. I was angrier then, but I had started directing my feelings toward life in general,
because I felt that it had taken its joy from you far too early, and although we had grown apart, I
only wanted good things for you, especially in a time when we both needed proof of their
existence.
And now when I think about our mother and her long years of sickness, I will always
think about you carrying those fishbowls up the stairs on the day of her funeral. I believe you
knew exactly what you were doing and what needed to be done, that you had a reason for turning
on the faucet, for filling the tub with lukewarm water, and giving those three fish a place where
they could grow. I believe you were looking for something that we both required but were
unable to put into words, like one small example of how a thing can grow bigger without
breaking or losing something else along the way.
❖
Over coffee on the morning after you ran from your temporary sanctuary of our upstairs
bathroom, Maddy tells me what she saw when she walked back into the house the previous
afternoon. My head is wrapped, my arm is in a sling, and both sides of my body are bruised and
scraped from falling through the dry-rotted roof beams of our bathroom ceiling. She says that
we should’ve hired a professional, that I had no business hammering away up there in the first
place. Then she talks about you standing at the top of the stairs with a look in your eyes. She
says that she came back inside after telling me you were crying, and that she heard you
screaming before she could even get the door closed. Then she describes the army of sound that
came out firing from the bathroom, like the water, the cracking wood, and the splashing thud of
me falling down right into the middle of it.
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But when I try to imagine what she says happened next, I can’t keep from thinking about
a question you once asked me when we were younger, when I was first teaching you to climb
trees in our backyard maple. I can remember you squinting, holding your hand up to shield your
eyes from the sunlight spilling between the leaves and branches, and then you turning to me and
saying, Hey, if the sun is directly overhead at noon, doesn’t that mean it’s right under our feet at
midnight?
With that memory, I can remember your innocence, my own, and the way we both began
losing it on the day we lost our father. About the sun beneath our feet, I remember telling you,
Sure, heck, I don’t know, and I can’t keep from laughing when I think about it now, because
Maddy says that when you came down the stairs, you ran past her and through the front door as
if your heels were on fire.
And when she returns her cup of coffee to the table, scrunches her brow, and fills her
cheeks with air at the sound of my enjoyment brought forth by fond memories, I know for sure
that sometimes, a bad thing, whether it’s given enough time to grow big or small, can just
happen, and that some of these things are exactly the same as they always were. But right now, I
know, and can promise you, that we, all three of us together, will one day be able to sit around
and laugh and make sense of it all, if you ever find your way back from wherever you are.
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The Arsonist’s Wife
“Tell me something about yourself,” he says. His name is Doug Ratliff, owner, sole
agent of Ratliff Insurance. He continues casually. “You know, a short anecdote. Something
personal that shows your character.”
This is not the typical first question you expect to encounter at the job interview. You
come prepared to tell the interviewer what they want to hear – fervent tales of your outstanding
work ethic, your unparalleled experience, your perpetual punctuality. Whether or not you hold
these qualities is beside the point, but you never expect to divulge your personal secrets or stories
to a man who is, by all means, a stranger. Maybe he’s chosen to skip the introductory questions
to make you feel more vulnerable, to develop some sort of immediate intimacy with you – you
who in this case happens to be me, a recently abandoned mother of two, approaching middle-age,
somewhat hopeful, mostly desperate to become Mr. Ratliff’s new secretary. But maybe these
aren’t his intentions at all. Maybe he’s just trying to get himself laid.
These thoughts run through my head before my mind can stop them. What do I tell him?
What kind of something personal does he want to hear? I watch his hands. I learned years ago
that you can tell a lot about a person by the way their hands move, the things they hold. Doug
Ratliff’s right hand is twirling a black ballpoint pen between the thumb and first two fingers.
There’s a smile on his face. He’s waiting for something good.
His face holds the same look as a person who’s just asked How are you? Ten times out
of ten, they’re not expecting to deal with the repercussions of anything resembling bad news.
It’s simply an insincere gesture of kindness with the expected response being fine or I’m doing
well. An act of consolation or an empathetic facial expression for anything otherwise is never
part of the bargain.
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The twirling of Doug Ratliff’s pen is replaced by a tapping against the pad of lined paper
beneath his right hand. He’s waiting. Maybe he’s wondering where my mind’s been, or maybe
where I’ve been. I decide to tell him something personal – the reason why I’m here, the reason I
don’t trust him. I have to begin somewhere, so I do. This is how.
❖
Once the lights went out we spoke in whispers. I imagined our words settling like dust
on the room’s surfaces, remnants of ourselves that the motel maid would brush away when
morning came. Our two young daughters, three and four then, slept soundly on the twin bed next
to ours. But that wasn’t the reason we kept our voices soft. Something had happened, he told
me – some hushed secret he was unwilling to part with. I watched as he sat up, pushing the
blankets aside, covering his eyes with hands that shook to the rhythm of the streetlight flickering
above the parking lot outside.
Why am I telling you this, Mr. Ratliff? That was the last time I saw him – Paul, my
husband, father of our two children. Lying there, I stared past his quaking frame toward the
window as he climbed out of bed and ambled clumsily toward the bathroom in the dark. I heard
the door click shut, the faucet turn on, water running into the sink. Through the small gap
between the drawn curtains, I must have imagined a snowflake drifting toward the ground, some
longed-for impossibility, because even though the next morning marked two weeks before
Christmas, I knew we were too far south to see any snow come down.
I closed my eyes then, remembering our first winter after moving in together, the day of
the big snowstorm, when we had felt trapped for hours, held hostage by the weather outside the
windows of our small one-bedroom apartment. After a while we’d decided to pack a lunch,
drive out to the pond, and watch the skaters cut grooves across the ice while we ate in the car. I
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remembered him smiling, packing the cooler in the kitchen. The cold can’t keep the heart inside,
he’d said, though I’ll never know whether it meant to him what it meant to me.
I remembered how we bundled ourselves with layers of sweaters, scarves, heavy coats,
and then hurried out into the frigid air. Paul sat the cooler on the hood of the car, and I waited at
the passenger side, already shivering, for him to get the doors unlocked. I watched his face
through the fog of my own breath, his hands fumbling through pockets, and finally, his
downturned grin as the keys slipped from his fingers and fell into the snow. I imagined them
freezing there, like that old party trick our neighbors used to keep a drunk friend from driving
home, the entire ring of keys becoming part of the cold ground, trapping us in a different way,
icing over solid until the weather warmed enough to melt them free. But it didn’t happen that
way. I remembered him stooping, cursing, and coming up with the keys held high and jingling,
his face half-smiling, his hands red, wet, and shaking.
The bathroom door clicked open then, stirring me from my near-sleep memory. I rolled
away from the window to see Paul stepping out, dressed again in the clothes he had taken off
earlier before climbing into bed. I watched as he moved, shadow-like across the dark motel
room, stopping at the foot of the bed our daughters slept in. He stood there for a while, and then
took his time moving around to the bedside, bending over, smoothing away their sandy blonde
hair with the back of his hand before kissing each of them on the forehead. I suspected it was
my turn next, but he didn’t stop at our bed. He stepped to the doorway, slipped on his shoes, his
coat, and he started out. Ice, he’d said when I asked where he was going, and he never came
back.
❖
So stupid of me, right? He didn’t even take the bucket…
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Doug Ratliff’s brow furrows at my first sign of pausing, but he doesn’t blink. His hands
are still, and though his pen is now uncapped, he has yet to write the first letter on the paper
beneath it. All of these things read like cue cards for the words his mouth cannot speak. But
then it does.
“Are you sure you want to tell me all of this, Ms. Grant?” he asks. “It seems a bit…”
Personal? I tell him not to worry. We’re just getting to the good part.
Doug Ratliff’s eyes narrow. He nods his head.
“Go on,” he says, and then his hand starts twirling the pen again.
❖
The next morning, Paul’s van was gone from the parking lot. There was no snow on the
ground outside, no sign there had ever been any. There was no bucket of melted ice on the
dresser in our room. Taped to the bathroom mirror, I found an envelope with one word scribbled
on the front – Sorry, in his handwriting. Inside were three bus tickets for me and the girls to get
back home, no note, nothing to explain why.
Would you like to know more about Paul, Mr. Ratliff? You haven’t asked, but the funny
thing is, he had been travelling for a while when he left. It was something he had just started
doing the last four years we were together. Whenever the New England air turned cold toward
the end of October, he would load up the van and take his work to the road, driving south for a
few weeks before circling back to make it home in time for Thanksgiving. Then he would head
out again, sometimes staying gone until the week before Christmas. It became a routine we both
had gotten used to.
The year he left, I had asked if he would take me and the girls with him for the second
part of the trip, suggesting it in such a way that made it sound like a good idea for all of us. The
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girls were finally old enough, I’d told him, plus we barely did anything as a family anymore.
Lilly, our oldest, had been nattering on and off throughout the summer about how she wanted to
visit a beach, a place she had never been before. She wanted to build castles in the sand, like the
ones she had seen on television, and I used that for leverage. Paul seemed to distrust the idea at
first, but he finally agreed. And that’s how we ended up out there, though we never made it as
far as the ocean.
This all happened almost a year ago, Mr. Ratliff. Paul was a dentist then, with all the
required licenses to practice in multiple states. He had the steadiest hands I’d ever seen. Maybe
they’re still that way. And I never mentioned this to him, but dentistry never seemed to me like
the kind of job you could pack up and take with you. Somehow, he managed to do it anyway.
He had the van set up with a miniature one-person office in the back, complete with a reclining
chair for his patients, adjustable lighting overhead, and all of his tools and needles filled with
Novocain tucked away in a fold-out compartment on the side. On the road, he lowered his
normal fees and mostly catered to truck drivers or other travelers with deadlines and no time for
regular office visits. He would set up shop at rest areas, truck stops, placing a sign on the side of
the van offering his services, and then he waited for work. Of course, I knew all of this because
it’s what he told me. Even then it seemed less than ideal, but it was something he must’ve felt he
had to do, just like everything else.
❖
Doug Ratliff is reclining in his chair, rocking backward gently. Maybe he’s enjoying
himself. His eyes are focused on mine. The black pen rests on the pad of paper. There are still
no words. His hands are clasped behind his head, but then he releases them, leans forward.
“So you still haven’t heard from him?” he asks.
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Not a word.
He looks concerned, but it’s hard to tell.
“How did you handle it?”
Carefully. The only way I knew how.
“Tell me more,” Doug Ratliff says.
❖
People noticed when we came back without him. But it was almost a week before
Christmas, so most of them saved their questions until after the holidays had passed. It was
embarrassing, incomprehensible, to have your husband flee in the night without giving reason. I
told just enough lies that I couldn’t keep the stories straight, so eventually I stopped telling them.
And eventually people stopped asking. They held their heads down and pretended not to notice
when I passed them in the supermarket. They shot quick glances and whispered to each other
when they saw our children.
But you see, that wasn’t the worst part, Mr. Ratliff. Paul hadn’t contacted his parents
either. What had I done to make him run off like that, they’d call and ask over the phone. Why
did you have to turn him against us? Their guesses were as good as mine, though I never had the
heart to tell them that. He’s our only son, they’d say. You should try to be more understanding
of our worry.
Yes, I understand, I’d tell them.
He was my only husband.
I worried too.
❖
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I pause here because the part of my something personal that comes to mind next is
something that Doug Ratliff doesn’t need to know.
This is the part of my secret that gets left out: sometimes at night I imagine seeing the
sudden glow of headlights pulling into the driveway. I hear keys jingling beneath our bedroom
window, the front door unlocking, footsteps in the entryway, then more softly up the staircase. I
hear them travel the short length of the upstairs hallway before stopping at the door of the room
where both our daughters sleep, and then I imagine the door to what used to be our room quietly
cracking, letting the slow shadow of a steady hand slide in. The cold can’t keep the heart inside,
I hear in a breathless whisper. And then, whatever it is, it turns around, leaving just as quickly as
it came.
❖
“Ms. Grant?” Doug Ratliff says.
Yes, Mr. Ratliff?
“You left me for a second.”
I’m back now. Sorry to worry you. Where was I?
❖
Two weeks ago, I awoke one morning to the sound of sirens and a half dozen police cars
pulling up, tires screeching, to the house across the street from ours. I watched from the
bedroom window as two policemen pounded on our neighbor’s front door while the other
officers circled around to the back and sides of the house, and then I watched them put cuffs on
the hands of the man who lived there before pushing him into a squad car and driving him away.
I could see the man’s wife watching from her own window, downstairs, in what must have been
their living room, and I wondered if she knew that I had been watching too.
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The story was almost all they talked about on the local news that night. You may have
seen it, Mr. Ratliff. The man had been arrested on charges of setting fire to the buildings of
eleven area businesses over the past two years, the last of which had resulted in three deaths.
They said that the only break in the case came after a highly-incriminating tip was provided by
the man’s own wife. Paul and I had known them both for years.
For the entire week after the arrest, I watched their house from any window with a view
of it. I saw the arsonist’s wife move from room to room, sometimes only her shadow, but still I
wondered what exactly could have been going through her mind. I wanted to see what happened
next, Mr. Ratliff.
I wanted to see how she would move on.
❖
“I remember those fires well,” Doug Ratliff says.
His face is serious. His hands are still.
They’re hard to forget, I tell him.
“I even insured a few of the building owners.”
Then we were equally invested.
“About your daughters,” he says. “They’re the reason you’re here today?”
You’re right, Doug Ratliff. You’re catching on.
❖
What do I tell our daughters? I only tell them things they’d like to hear. I tell them their
father was a hero, that he was called away to fight some secret war in the middle of that dark
December night, that someone, for the greater good, needed him more than we do. I don’t tell
them that maybe I’m the heroine for holding it together, or that I’ve always been willing to
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sacrifice my memories for the ones I turned into theirs. That would be too much, Mr. Ratliff.
And I certainly don’t tell them that most acts in life require dedication much less than selfpreservation. I don’t tell them that sometimes, in order to persevere, all you have to do is watch
and learn how to move on.
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The Dance
My best friend Maddy knew where to find me when my brother didn’t. She knew
because she followed me the first night I followed my mother there. The four of us were
younger then – me, Maddy, Andy, my mother – and my mother was still alive, unburdened by
the cancer that the doctors were to discover just a few years later. All of this – me following her,
Maddy following me – it started happening shortly after the death of my father, when mother
began telling me and Andy to stay at the neighbor’s house, Maddy’s, while she went off alone to
run errands in the night. Naturally, I grew curious, as any twelve-year-old girl would, and I set
off to discover whatever it could have been that my only remaining parent had decided was
worth keeping from me.
To think about it now is like flipping through an old album of yellowing photographs.
The edges become frayed. The years stand in single-file lines, ready, patiently waiting to dull
the colors that form the images dancing around my mind. These kinds of memories ripen until
they finally expire, like a bell curve made up of birth, life, then the downslope toward death and
whatever comes after. There are some things, small things like these, which are impossible to
know ahead of time, but in some cases, following in your mother’s footsteps is the closest you
will ever come to finding them.
❖
My mother used to warn me about being alone. Always take someone with you, she’d
say. This was the bit of advice she stuck to regardless of the situation, no matter where I may
have been going or who would be there when I arrived. It must have been the idea of security
she was clinging to – one of protection, with a side of memory-making, and a little bit of
companionship. Weddings and winter are the worst, she’d tell me. Funerals, too. She started
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adding the last part after my father died, when her advice began coming with a much greater
frequency. I could see that she wanted for me the same kind of connection that had been taken
from her. Find someone while you’re young so that you’ll have them when you’re old, she’d say.
But I never tried. I knew my whole life to be ahead of me then, and I’d tell her not to worry
about me because I never wanted her to. Besides, Maddy and Andy were there for me, but that
was before they were only there for each other.
❖
It’s almost like wondering where the sun is at midnight – somewhere beneath you, in a
spot that’s unreachable, where it’s impossible to see the light until a new day crawls over the
horizon. That’s the way I remember feeling when my mother began going away at night. Sitting
in Maddy’s dimly-lit basement – me, her, and Andy playing board games, occasionally Truth or
Dare – I remember the way it felt to finally reach the point of having to go after the only light I
knew.
The first night I followed her, I ran from Maddy’s house and reached the side of ours just
in time to see my mother’s car backing out of the driveway. I stood perfectly still, hidden around
the corner, until the arc of her headlights had curved slowly away from the house as she turned
herself and the car past me. I was so focused on not getting caught that I didn’t realize Maddy
was following behind me until we’d made it three blocks away from both of our houses. We
followed my mother’s car one more block until she parked in front of the consignment shop
downtown, the one she owned and worked at nearly every day. There, she took donations of
clothing, and she did her best to sell those which Andy and I had outgrown, along with a few of
the dresses she used to make herself. She had always wanted to be a seamstress. She’d told me
her dreams of doing embroidery and sewing dresses for summer or for weddings, of putting the
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fabric together in just the right way to create something original, something someone may find
value in. But like all of us, she ended up settling for what she felt like she had to.
I remember me and Maddy watching from the dark of an alley across the street from my
mother’s shop. We watched as she went to the door, unlocked it, and began carrying in loads of
over-stuffed cardboard boxes with shirt sleeves reaching out of the top. I can still see my
mother’s figure, her shape, the way she moved, illuminated by the lighting overhead once she’d
made it inside. I can see her arms stretching the length of the large window at the front of the
shop to pull the curtains closed – my mother standing there in the light with those wide lines of
the window’s aluminum frame, the ones between each of the four panes of weathered glass. I
can see those lines creating a cross that bisected her body in both directions – from her head to
her waist, from fingertip to fingertip. I remember her staying inside the shop that night for what
seemed like hours, and I remember the way Maddy and I ran through the darkness to make it
back home once we saw the lights go out. But these aren’t the things I remember most about that
first night – it’s what happened inside the shop, the shadows we saw, that keep the memory
coming back to me. This, what happened that night, is the only memory that has yet to become
faded by the years that have since passed it by.
❖
Andy believes that most things in life are coincidence. He thinks and speaks in terms of
right place and right time. He believes that things happen at random, without order, so he sees
things without actually seeing them. He’s always been quick to give up on fate or reason. But
it’s never been that easy for me. It’s been easier for me to believe that there is a reason, that
things happen in one logical order or another, and that it’s just a matter of piecing together the
right bits of evidence to find out why. Maybe it’s this way of thinking that has gotten me to
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where I am now – having followed in my mother’s footsteps, having tried to live my life in her
world of symbols.
❖
What Maddy and I saw that night was the first of my mother’s symbols, a physical
manifestation of the words she was unable to say, an emotional reenactment of everything she
kept inside. From the darkness of the alleyway, we could see my mother’s shadow moving
behind the curtains of the shop’s storefront. We watched her step back and forth across the
shop’s front room, stringing a line of some kind from one wall to the other. We watched her
hang clothing on the lines, and then we watched the clothing start to move. The shadows came
to life slowly at first, gliding across the curtained window, the outline of shirt sleeves dangling
and then trailing behind once the motions became quicker. Maddy and I followed my mother
there each night for the next three days, and we watched her midnight performances in complete
silence.
On the fourth night, Maddy decided to stay in the basement with Andy, so I followed my
mother alone. Always take someone with you, she’d told me, but that night I had no other choice.
I waited on Maddy’s front porch until my mother’s headlights were pointed downtown, and then
I started off after her. Running the entire way, I made it just in time to see her carrying the last
box inside the shop before turning the lights on. But as she moved around inside to draw the
curtains closed, my mother’s eyes caught mine through the window and it seemed like we both
knew that something we’d never expected to happen suddenly became necessary. My eyes were
busy asking hers, Okay, now what? Hers just kept staring my way, saying, Are you really ready
for this?
❖
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One time when we were younger, when I was maybe nine and Andy was thirteen, he’d
decided he wanted to build a tree-house in the top of our backyard maple. It was the same year
Maddy moved next door, and our father was still alive then too. When Andy asked him, our
father said no, but I could tell from the look in Andy’s eyes that it was going to happen anyway.
He waited until an evening in late September, a few weeks after our birthdays, and while our
father was away at work or maybe someplace else, Andy began dragging two-by-fours from the
garage to the backyard while I carried the hammer and a rusted coffee can full of nails.
We were supposed to have gone to Maddy’s house after school, but her parents were
gone too, so she came over and watched all the trouble we were getting into. The three of us
took turns carving our initials into the tree with the pointed end of a roofing nail, and then Andy
began hammering in the boards, making a ladder up to the higher branches. But that was as far
as he made it. Maddy and I were already in the top of the tree when we heard my father’s old
truck pulling into the driveway. Andy didn’t hear it through all the hammering he was doing,
and when our father stepped into the backyard and tapped him on the shoulder, Andy jumped
almost high enough to touch our dangling feet.
Maddy and I heard my father tell him things like, Get your ass inside and you’d just end
up falling out of there and breaking your damn arm. Then after my father had led him inside, we
snuck down through the branches and ran to hide ourselves away in Maddy’s room next door.
We were still watching from her window about an hour later when my father marched Andy
back outside and made him pull down all the boards from the tree. We couldn’t hear what my
father was saying, but we used our imaginations, and I knew that there had to be some kind of
reason behind it all.
❖
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After our eyes met, my mother continued to draw the curtains closed, and then she
stepped back outside and into the streetlight in front of me. I thought about running from my
hiding place in the alley then, but quickly realized exactly how little good it would do. We had
already caught one another up in our secrets. I watched my mother cross the street and prepared
for the worst, but when she reached me, she simply held her hand out toward me, and I did what
was expected. I held my hand out to her and let her guide me back across the street and into the
shop, and then I watched the things she’d been doing all those nights without me.
I wanted Maddy to be there with me, but she was back in her basement with Andy
making secrets of her own. When my mother got me inside of the shop, she sat me down in the
chair behind the cash register. Watch, she said, this is all there is. So I watched as she strung the
clotheslines from one wall to the other, moving carefully and making sure the lines were tight.
Then she opened up the first of the cardboard boxes, removed my father’s favorite outfit, and she
pinned the clothes together at the waist of the pants before pinning the shirt on the line. I
watched as she stepped back for a moment and examined my dead father’s clothes hanging there
on the line, not a single hint of a body in them, only the air, and then she tugged at one of the
shirt sleeves to smooth out a wrinkle.
What she did next was the secret I’ve kept to myself until this day. From the second
cardboard box, she removed a woman’s dress that I’d never seen before. She pinned it to the line
by the straps of the shoulders, letting it hang gently beside my father’s old clothes. This dress
belonged to another woman, she said, and then she pulled at the lines and made the clothes
dance. When she pulled the lines faster, my dead father’s shirt sleeves would fly out to the sides,
almost as if he was putting an unseen arm around an invisible woman in a dress that wasn’t my
mother’s. He was cheating on me, she said, the bastard had been cheating for years.
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I watched my mother’s face as she pulled on the lines. The clothes continued moving
back and forth across the room in front of us, the other woman’s dress and my father’s shirt
sleeves wrapping themselves around one another. She had tears coming down her cheeks, and
when I saw them, tears spilled down mine right along with hers. When she asked me not to tell
Andy, I told her I never would. There are some things that a man should never know, she said,
and even more things he should never do.
❖
Andy never broke his arm falling from a tree like our father said he would, but he almost
did when he fell through the roof and into the bathtub on the third day after our mother’s funeral.
I had locked myself in the upstairs bathroom for three days when Andy came crashing through
the ceiling right down in front of me, and in that moment, the secret I shared with my mother
almost came spilling out. I had to run then, because it was the only thing I knew how to do.
Knowing I couldn’t even share my secret with Maddy, even though she stood there calling my
name at the foot of the stairs, I ran down the stairway and through the front door, and then I ran
the four blocks straight to my mother’s empty shop.
❖
I remember watching my mother wash her hair in the bathtub three weeks before she
died. I remember her kneeling in front of the tub, pulling her hair out of the clip which held it on
top of her head. She still had enough strength to do those things then, and I remember how it
seemed like a small miracle to me. I watched her reach back and unfasten the clasp of the
necklace my father had given her many years ago, the one she still wore despite the secret we
kept. I remember how she laid the necklace on the edge of the tub and how the long silver chain
folded against itself, creating an intersection directly at the middle where one side looped up then
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circled back to cross its own path, making the symbol for infinity, going on and on again until
what I imagined to be the end of time.
❖
When I arrived at the shop on the third day after my mother’s funeral, I let myself in with
the key she had given me on that night we discovered each other’s secrets. I stepped inside,
locking the door behind me, and I took my time drawing the curtains closed. The overhead
lights were not needed, so I didn’t bother with them. It was bright enough outside, as the
sunlight was still travelling millions of miles to make its way through the shop’s windows. I
stretched the clotheslines from one wall to the other, tightly, just the way my mother used to do.
When I finished, I clipped all of my mother’s dresses to the lines, and then I stood back and
watched them for a while.
But it wasn’t the same, and I knew it never would be.
Still yet, when I pulled on the lines and made the dresses move, I understood what it was
all about. I watched the air fill the loose fabrics from the bottom to the top. The dresses began
spinning wide circles, gently, their patterns crashing against one another then going on again,
like a set of lovers startled out of and then suddenly back into action. I brought them to life, my
mother and those secrets she kept. I made them dance in a way that required no music. And it
was then that I finally understood the reason.
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Full of Grace
At night, Ray falls asleep counting. The lightning comes first through the bedroom
window and then through his closed eyelids. He counts five, seven, and finally eight seconds
before the bellowing thunder goes off roaring through the hills behind the trailer. As far as he
can tell, the flashes stop after that.
In the morning, he wakes to Norma bringing the pillow down over his face. He thinks
she is trying to smother him, but then she lifts it up again high above her head. She holds it
there, blinks, then brings it down harder two, three more times, and she curses him, accusing him
of sins committed against her by other men. When she brings the pillow down again, the quill of
an artificial feather tears through the fabric, draws a bright red line down the center of Ray’s left
cheek.
“Knock it the hell off,” Ray yells, “will you?”
“You only married my mom so you could rape me,” Norma cries. “You raped me, and I
didn’t tell her. I didn’t tell her, even though you were a bad man.”
He hears this story every other morning. Each time Norma tells it, she uses the same
childlike voice. Some days, Ray is her mother’s second husband. Others, he’s the Catholic
priest of the church she went to when they both were younger. On bad days, he can be both.
“Would you please knock that shit off?” he says. “For heaven’s sake, Norma. I’m Ray.
I’m your husband.”
She lets the pillow fall to the floor, blinks again. Then she walks to the rocking chair
near the foot of the bed, sits down, starts rocking. Her fingers tremble, but they find their way to
the rosary around her neck. Ray reaches for the drawer of the bedside table. He pulls out a fresh
morphine patch, peels the paper from the adhesive, and sticks the patch to his stomach just above
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the swollen liver. His hand lingers for a while, rubbing circles, and then he removes last night’s
patch from his upper right arm, wads it into a tight ball, and drops it beside Norma’s pillow on
the floor.
❖
Thirty years ago, Ray was in graduate school studying astronomy at University of
Kentucky. Norma worked the late shift at a local diner where he’d walk to get coffee in the
middle of the night. Sometimes he’d take her outside and tell her about the stars.
“See that bright one beside the moon?” he’d say.
“There it is,” she’d say after her eyes had followed his finger.
“That’s actually Venus,” he’d say.
She’d tilt her head sideways, nod slowly in recognition.
“A lot of people don’t know the difference between the two,” he’d say. “They look up,
but they don’t know what they’re seeing.”
“See that flashing red one?” she’d say. “That’s a helicopter.”
❖
Ray puts a second patch on his lower back, steps unsteadily out of the bedroom and into
the small kitchen. Norma is making coffee and singing a hymn of adoration. He pulls out a
chair and sits at the Formica table, watches a slideshow of dark rain clouds move past the bay
window as the morphine works at the ache in his stomach.
“Are you feeling any better yet?” he says.
Norma’s shoulders jerk upward at the sound of Ray’s voice, and then she turns to face
him. She rubs her hands down the front of her tattered blue apron, gathers a fold between her
fingers.
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“Oh… yes, Father,” she says. “I’m doing much better this morning.”
Ray turns back to the window, shakes his head.
“I’m so glad you stopped by,” she says. “Would you be able to stay for breakfast?”
He slams his fist down on the table, mumbles curse words and a short prayer under his
breath.
“Father?” she says.
When Ray doesn’t reply, she goes back to the hymn. She sings it over and over again
from the very beginning.
❖
By the time Ray finished graduate school, he’d been offered a research position at an
observatory in Tucson, Arizona. When Norma asked him to stay in Kentucky, he married her
and said he’d never leave. They rented an old trailer at the top of a hill from a man named Mr.
White. After White died a few years later, they began renting the trailer from his son.
To pay for the wedding and the monthly bills, Ray got a job teaching introductory science
courses at a local community college just outside of Lexington. Norma quit the diner, never
worked again. Ray started coming home at night with a fifth of bourbon. He’d come through
the front door, pick up his telescope from the hallway closet, carry it and the bottle out to the
backyard. When he got there, he’d drink well into the night, looking up at the stars, their
constellations, until he could no longer remember the names of anything.
❖
After breakfast, Norma goes off to pray in the bedroom, falls back asleep. When the
hospice nurse comes by at noon, Ray is standing by the front door waiting to let her in.
“How are you feeling today, Professor Ray?” she says.
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“Fine as a frog’s hair,” he tells her. “Right as rain.”
She carries her bag to the sofa, sits down, starts moving her hands in and out of the
pockets. Ray follows behind her, takes his seat on the recliner.
“That’s good to hear,” she says. “Just great. Where’s your lucky lady?”
Ray starts to shake his head, stops, then nods toward the bedroom.
“She’s back there,” he says. “Sleeping like a baby.”
The nurse pulls a stethoscope from the bag, drapes it across her lap. Then she reaches in
and brings out the refill of morphine patches. Ray feels her eyes tracing circles on his face.
“What’d you do there, Professor Ray?” she asks.
She runs a finger down her own left cheek, draws an invisible line two, three times.
“Nothing,” Ray says. He looks past the table, the cups of cold coffee still there, toward
the kitchen’s bay window. “Nothing, or maybe I can’t remember.”
The nurse shrugs her shoulders, tells Ray he can keep his secrets if he wants to. She
hands him his prescription, the patches in a white paper bag, and asks about levels of pain before
taking his vital signs.
She glances at her watch as she counts his breaths.
Then she records the rate of his heart.
❖
Ray barely remembered this part of the story, but Norma retold it a handful of times over
the years to make sure he wouldn’t forget it. He could recall how she mostly waited until the
two of them were in bed, breaking up the long moments of near-sleep silence. One night after a
day full of lecturing, she said he finished a bottle from behind the lens of his telescope, and then
he called for her to come outside.
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This was the way he remembered she’d told it.
“Do you see that?” he’d asked her. “Up there, that cluster right above your head.”
He remembered how she’d waited until later to tell him she never saw it, how she was
never even sure he had seen it to begin with. But she just shook her head at the time, and that
roused his anger, made his eyes flare up with lightning and bourbon.
“There,” he’d said, slurring and pointing wildly. “That’s Cassiopeia.”
But she still didn’t see it, telling him how she just couldn’t draw the connecting lines
between each of the stars.
“There,” he’d shouted. “She’s right up there. It’s Cassiopeia, for heaven’s sake. You
wouldn’t know Cassiopeia if she bit you on the ass, would you?”
“You’re not who you used to be,” she’d finally said, and then she went inside.
That was all he could remember her telling him.
❖
Hours later, Ray wakes on the recliner to find Norma kneeling in front of him. One of
her hands pulls at the beads of the rosary while the other hand makes the sign of the cross.
“Forgive me, Father,” she says, “for I have sinned.”
Ray reaches into the white paper bag on his lap. His hand comes out holding a fresh
patch. Like Norma, he makes the sign, and then he peels the adhesive and places the patch just
below his collar.
“Go on,” he says.
“I accuse myself of loving a man,” she says, “who is not my husband.”
Ray leans forward then stands up. He walks into the kitchen, runs cold water over his
hands, tries to catch a few drops between his fingers.
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“Three Hail Marys,” he tells her. “And one Our Father.”
Norma stands, head bowed, and clasps her hands together.
“Hail Mary,” she begins, “full of grace…”
But Ray leaves the kitchen before she’s finished. He walks to the backdoor, looks
through the window at the telescope resting in a mound of overgrown grass. He watches the rain
clouds move away, tucking themselves behind the hills, and then he goes out into it, wades
through the dark green mass grown higher than his knees.
❖
Years earlier, Ray had stopped bringing his telescope inside at night. He’d started
leaving it out in the backyard for days, weeks at a time. A few months before she began
forgetting things, Norma circled the telescope with a ring of large gray rocks. She never told
him why she did it, but Ray remembered telling her how the whole thing looked like a bonfire
waiting to happen.
The ring around the telescope often made Ray think of a thing that Norma said not long
after they’d first met. It was during her diner days, when Ray would bring his books and meet
her at the beginning of each shift, stay through until the end. He remembered taking her outside
one night to show her the stars, how as soon as they got out there, Norma noticed a ring that
circled the moon.
When Norma asked him why the ring was there, Ray had told her, “Maybe she found a
good man and got herself married.”
He remembered the way Norma looked away and smiled about that. But when they went
back outside a few hours later, the ring was gone.
“Well, that’s that,” he’d said. “Looks like the old girl went and got a divorce.”
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Norma stared at him for a long moment before letting her eyes get away again. Ray
remembered how her voice wavered as she looked back up at the moon, how she said, “Or
maybe she’s just washing the dishes.”
❖
In the backyard, Ray walks toward the telescope, begins reaching down into the tall grass
and lifting away the large gray rocks one at a time. The first few, he is able to carry to the edge
of the hill and roll them over the side. The last, he carries less than a meter and lets them fall to
the ground at his feet. By the time he is done, there is very little light left outside. He lifts the
telescope from the grass, takes it inside, and places it in the middle of the living room floor.
Norma is asleep in the bedroom when Ray steps in. His hand rustling through the white
paper bag stirs her awake, and she turns to look at him with half-opened eyes.
“I don’t care what you do to me,” she mutters. “You’ve done it before, and you’ll do it
again. No one would ever believe me anyway.”
Ray moves to the bedside table without saying a word. He opens the drawer, turns the
bag of new patches upside down, lets them spill out and mix in with the ones he had left. Norma
rolls back over onto her side to face the opposite wall. A few seconds later, Ray hears her breath
catch, the soft snoring that comes after. He waits a moment longer until he’s sure she’s fallen
asleep, and then he reaches his hand far back into the drawer of the table, brings the hand out
again holding a pair of blue-handled scissors.
With the scissors, he cuts the back of Norma’s nightgown right down the middle, opens it
up gently like a book that used to be his favorite. He reaches into the drawer again, brings out a
handful of patches, begins peeling the thin film from their adhesives. In the dark, he pretends the
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patches are morphine-filled stars, and he arranges nine of them on Norma’s pale naked back to
form the constellation of Virgo.
“For heaven’s sake, Norma,” he whispers, “I don’t know what else to say.”
When he is done with Norma, he covers both of his arms, their entire length, with patches
of his own. Moonlight comes spilling through the bedroom window, then a flash of lightning,
and Ray stands shirtless overlooking the bed. Holding his breath, he beats his arms like a set of
broken wings glowing in the darkness, then he lies down in bed beside her to wait for morning
when they both will be found.
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Good People
We’d decided to go drinking. In that way, it wasn’t any different than most other days.
Wyatt had gotten himself laid off and sounded pretty down about it, so I felt that fraternal
obligation to call in sick again and told him to pick me up whenever he got himself ready. That
usually meant he’d be knocking on my door anywhere between ten and twelve minutes from the
time our phones landed back on their cradles. Wyatt was always ready whenever a drink got
mentioned, and I knew that as well as he did.
Certain circumstances had me staying at the old Easy Way Inn just off the interstate for
nearly three weeks, but it wasn’t the type of place that a person would love to call home. Still
yet, the chipped curls of yellowing white paint hanging loosely from the ragged wooden siding
out front led me to believe that the owners of the place wouldn’t mind setting up a stranger for a
potentially long stay without putting too much of a strain on his pocket. That notion turned out
to be true, so I found myself sticking around longer than originally intended. There’s no telling
what those people thought about Wyatt knocking on that door to room 14B at least once each
day after my first night there, so I never bothered with thinking much about it myself. We just
met up and went about the motions. Wyatt and I both had it bad for something, so we spent our
evenings taking turns listening to each other talk sorrow and regret either in that motel room or
on barstools, and we went about that process of remembering, forgetting, and remembering again
in a way that had become more of a habit than a relief of any kind. But from what we’d seen
during all those late night and early morning binges, our way of forgetting was about the same as
everyone else’s in town. The only choice we saw was to drink it all down until the memories
were gone or the bottles ran empty.
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I heard his truck pull into the lot and the engine shut off before he could get his door
open, so I saved him the trouble of climbing the steps and knocking by coming outside onto the
balcony. We’d been told more than once that Wyatt drove the loudest damn truck in the county,
and I believed it more than he did. He’d just shrug it off and laugh about it, start calling people
assholes. Truth be told, I probably could’ve heard him coming from five miles down the road if
I’d kept my ear to the door and listened hard enough.
When he saw me standing up there looking down at him, he cranked his window open
and waved a silver flask out the window. Then he tipped it back and took a long pull, smiled up
at me, yelled, “Let’s roll.”
That’s how it always started.
❖
Wyatt had been through the shit. You could see it on his face when he was sober. He
never would talk much about it though. But just like with every other type of personal matter,
other people did the talking for him, and I’d been around long enough to hear a tale or two. Part
of this reminded me that people weren’t much different out here in Kansas than they’d been back
home in Kentucky. And the other part of it made me wonder sometimes what those types of
people had found out and told one another about me.
I hadn’t been in town long when I first met Wyatt, saw him slouched over some bar,
hammered, his ass hanging half off the stool. I don’t even remember the name of the bar we
were in that night, but the way Wyatt kept hitting on the girl behind the counter had all the
regulars wanting to get at him, to put him in his place, which most thought was out the door with
his head on the curb.
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More than one time that night, he came up to me dangling the keys to his truck, looked at
the bottle in my hand, said he had colder beer at his place if I didn’t mind driving him there. I
kept telling him, “Just let me finish this one,” and then I’d turn around and order another when
his cloudy eyes drifted elsewhere. I guessed from looking at him that the girl working that night
had already turned him down, cut him off, and that he could tell by looking at me that I wasn’t a
regular, that I didn’t belong in that crowd either.
For whatever reason, I ended up driving him home later that night. Maybe starting over
in a new place had me feeling like I needed a friend or at least something close to it. On our way
there, we talked about the wives we’d had and all the women we’d lost, the typical topics of
conversation for drunk and lonely men. Then he got real quiet and passed out in the passenger
seat just as I pulled the truck up to the curb, so I got out and slept in an old wicker chair on the
porch of the house he’d said was his. It wasn’t much to look at, like everything else I’d seen
around, just some run-down rental with boards covering a few of the windows in the most
indigent-looking part of town.
The next morning, he seemed confused, kind of embarrassed. He let on like he didn’t
remember much about the night before, spent a lot of time rubbing his forehead. And I’d been
there too, knew that feeling pretty good and well. We reintroduced ourselves while he walked
around the small patch of dead grass between the front porch and the sidewalk, stopping at times
to stretch the kinks out of his back from sleeping in the cab of the truck all night. For a while
after that, we sat on the porch and chain-smoked cigarettes, no words to say that could counter
the throbbing ache between our temples. He just looked around the porch for a while, at the nails
coming up out of the weathered boards, that torn screen door, the brown glass of broken and
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empty bottles scattered around the small front yard. Then he told me his situation was only
temporary.
“Mine too,” I’d told him. “Mine is too.”
❖
I knew where we were headed before I even climbed into the truck. I knew it as soon as
the phone rang in that cheap motel room I’d been staying in. Wyatt was the only person who
ever called, and though the day might’ve been different according to someone’s calendar, what
we made of each twenty-four-hour period had stayed as regular as clockwork since the night we
accidentally came across one another.
“You know what we’ve got to do first,” Wyatt said. “It’ll only take a minute.”
I nodded while he tipped the flask back one more time before tucking it under the seat.
The smell of whiskey filled the cab, made my stomach turn a little, the way it always did after
the first shot of the night got taken. A few tenants on the bottom floor of the Easy Way pulled
back their curtains to see what all the noise was about whenever Wyatt started the truck back up.
He noticed them around the same time I did.
“Look at them assholes,” he said. “Probably just a bunch of old women. I’ll give them
something to gawk at.” Then he burned a trail of rubber from the parking lot to the main road,
shifted gears with an unsteady hand, and cut the wheels back toward the on-ramp to the
interstate.
Wyatt’s ex-wife only lived three miles up the road, right off the next exit. That was the
single guarantee of any given day, that we would always stop by her place before we got into
anything else at all. Wyatt called her Angel, but I never knew for sure if that was her real name.
I never even knew for sure if they’d been married, but Wyatt had made it clear a while back that
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these kinds of things were unimportant, that the actualities always got outweighed by whichever
feelings we could attach to them. To me, that meant it didn’t matter whether or not her name
was Angel or even if they’d actually been down that trail of holy matrimony. She was an Angel
to Wyatt, and he felt married to her in his soul. That seemed like enough for him, which made it
enough for me too.
“We’ve got it made,” he said as he pulled up and put the truck in park beside Angel’s
rusted chain-link fence. “Not too long ago, people used to ride around on elephants. Maybe still
do. Can you believe that shit?”
“Seems like I’ve heard it somewhere before,” I said. “Might’ve seen it in the circus.”
“They say those things got the best memories of any creature, too,” he said. Then he
reached for the flask beneath the seat, uncapped it, took another long pull. “Imagine that, always
remembering every bit of ass you ever had riding your back.”
“That’d be something,” I said.
“You got that right,” he said.
“Most of mine are worth forgetting,” I told him, but his mind had already left and gone
elsewhere.
Angel’s car wasn’t there, the same way it never was. Wyatt still sat there quietly with the
flask in his hand for a long while. I could tell he had some thought or another rattling around in
his head, but I knew better than to ask what it might be. He’d bring it up himself if he had
something he intended to talk about it. Like always, he came out of it after a few minutes, that
stone-cold daze of his, and then he laid on the horn for three long seconds. He took another
quick sip from the flask, winked, and handed it across the seat to me.

56

The sound of the horn brought Angel’s mutt of a dog darting out from the backyard and
along the side of the house, then had it running up and down the length of the fence out front
barking its mangy brown head off at the two of us and the truck that brought us there. It didn’t
take long for the old man across the street to walk over and lean his head into Wyatt’s open
window. Just like the times before, Wyatt pulled a wadded-up five-dollar bill from his front
pocket and handed it to the man, told him, “Not a word.”
The old man nodded, kept his lips shut tight, and made his way back across the street.
Wyatt watched as the old man climbed the steps of his own porch, then he opened the truck’s
door, stepped down into the road. When he got to the gate at the front of the house, the dog
stopped all the barking, started beating its tail against the cracked concrete sidewalk. Wyatt bent
down and let the dog lick at his hand through a link in the fence. I lit a cigarette then and took a
long drag before blowing blue smoke through the cracked passenger window.
“You can be a pretty good son of a bitch sometimes,” I heard him say, “even if that
woman who keeps you ain’t worth a damn.” Then he unlatched Angel’s gate and let the dog out
onto the sidewalk. This was all part of the routine, and I’d seen it well over a dozen times.
Wyatt shut the gate back and latched it while the dog ran around his legs, pissing circles all
across the concrete from excitement or some sort of pent-up expectation. Then Wyatt came
over, climbed back into the truck, and laid on the horn for another three long seconds. The dog
took off down the street like it’d been shot in the ass, and Wyatt started the truck back up and
headed off in the same direction.
“I hope to hell she doesn’t find him this time,” he said.
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“Me too,” I said, even though I’d never met the woman, had nothing against her or that
dog of hers. That’s just the way our alliance had worked itself out. We’d chosen our sides, or
more likely, the sides had chosen us.
By the way he dealt with the matter of Angel’s dog, I figured Wyatt only needed to make
someone or something feel as lost as he was.
❖
Some people just talked for the sake of talking. That was one of the reasons Wyatt paid
off that old neighbor of Angel’s, for him to keep his mouth shut about Wyatt letting her dog
loose every day. Each man had his price, after all. And like I said, I’d heard from strangers
about some of the other bad things Wyatt had done in his life before I showed up and started
doing bad right along with him.
One thing I heard involved Wyatt, some woman, and another man who’d recently came
into a decent deal of money. They said Wyatt and this woman knew about the man’s new
fortune somehow, something to do with insurance and a death in the man’s family, so they came
up with a plan of sorts that started by taking the man out drinking with them. The woman was a
looker by this town’s standards, and from what I gathered, she served as the bait.
So Wyatt and this woman took the poor guy down to one of the local bars, started talking
what they called good business for good people. After a few rounds of beer and whiskey shots,
Wyatt told the man that the woman was an interested investor, that she knew a way the man
could double his money quick and easy. Of course, the woman started in with the touching and
teasing, rubbing up and down the man’s arm and eventually his leg. The man, drunk and excited
by that point, said it all sounded like a good idea.
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No matter what happened, the man supposedly ended up writing a check by the end of
the night, and by the next morning, Wyatt had procured that old truck of his and a new lease on
that run-down house he was staying in when I met him. They said the woman skipped out of
town, never came back but maybe once to collect the things she’d left behind. But of course, I
wouldn’t have known her if I’d seen her walking down the street. From the looks of it, Wyatt
was no elephant, which led me to believe he wouldn’t recognize her either.
They said the man didn’t go to the police or anything about the whole deal, probably
figured he would’ve been laughed out of town for entering into a situation that looked as shady
as the one he’d gotten himself in. He just up and left town too after a while, the same way the
woman did. Wyatt though, he stuck around, calling people assholes and ignoring all the tales
that kept getting told about him.
❖
“That crooked old bastard said he’d get me the license plate numbers of all the men
Angel has over there if I’d bring him a fifth of gin each week,” Wyatt said. “But I don’t have
time for that shit.”
“Sounds like more trouble than it’s worth,” I told him.
The light in front of us turned red, and Wyatt let the truck roll to a stop, just kept staring
straight ahead. I imagined he was wondering about what kind of trouble I had in mind when I’d
said it. But he wasn’t.
“That dog don’t know any better,” he said, “probably goes right back to the house all on
his own just as soon as we leave.”
“Probably,” I said. “Some animals never exactly know what’s best for them.”
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“A drink right now is what’s best for me,” he said, and with that, he started driving down
the street that led out of town, connected to one of the county roads which went out to where the
big empty cornfields were, where Lucky’s Bar sat in the middle of an equally empty gravel
parking lot, the Open sign flashing like a beacon at two in the afternoon under a mess of dark
clouds that had already began gathering up most of the light above, keeping it from getting
anywhere close to either of us.
That’s where we usually went on days like that, those early ones that always turned into
much longer nights. Wyatt liked the bartender there at Lucky’s. Her name was Tina, maybe
Trina, from what we could remember, and Wyatt and I both knew what to do and what to say to
get her pouring heavy. She was one of the few bartenders around who mixed the business with
pleasure, and we knew to buy her just enough doubles to get that glazed-over look in her eyes,
that same look that always meant neither of us would be in any shape to drive home whenever it
came time to get ourselves there.
Wyatt and I took a couple more hits from the flask, drained it dry before heading inside,
and from all the empty stools and tables in that place, and the way we caught Tina leaning over
the bar with her hair hanging down over the drip mats, I could tell it was already shaping up to
be a long one. Wyatt shot me a quick look that meant he was thinking the same thing, but we
went on into it anyway, partly because we were already there and had nowhere else to be, and the
rest because the clock on the wall told us that Tina wouldn’t be going anywhere for at least a few
hours either.
She raised her head up when the bell on the back of the door announced our arrival, and
she shot us one of her typical exaggerated, imperfect smiles. Some people said that big, tattooed
husband of hers was responsible for the three bottom teeth she was missing, but I’d seen the way
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Tina smoked and the way she drank, and that made it easy for me to assume that the darkened
row behind her lower lip had more or less something to do with the natural consequences of her
own reckless lifestyle. But I wasn’t in any shape to be passing judgment on her or anyone else.
I’d been living with about the same amount of recklessness, like leaving my old life behind and
starting up something new in an unfamiliar place with what seemed like little responsibilities,
rules, or expectations. Besides, Tina was only there because she had to be. Wyatt and I were
there because, at that time of day, we had no other choice.
“I had a feeling I’d be seeing you two,” she called across the bar.
We walked over and took our usual seats right in front of her.
“It’s easier to be predictable sometimes,” Wyatt said.
He was already half-drunk from the flask, and I had a lot of catching up to do. We
started buying round after round without letting much time pass between them, all three of us
getting there in a hurry. Pretty soon, we’d been there for over an hour without another customer
walking in.
“Tell her about the elephants,” I told Wyatt.
“That shit ain’t important right now,” he said. “We’re having a good time, right?”
“What about them?” she said.
“You’re damn right,” I said. “I’ll get the next round.”
So I did, and after that round of shots got poured and drank, Tina started getting that look
in her eyes. Wyatt kept looking over at me, either smiling or winking each time she slurred one
of her words.
“What’s with all these men not knowing how to treat a woman?” she said.
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“It’s not hard,” Wyatt said. “You meet one and you make her your wife. The hard part is
keeping her once all the bad starts coming out.”
“That doesn’t answer my question,” she said.
“Sounds like you should just get a dog,” I said.
Wyatt laughed, almost spilled his beer.
“Fuck dogs,” he said. “They don’t know any better than to love whichever random
asshole keeps them fed.”
“You know something?” Tina said. She took the time to flash that broken smile of hers
at both of us, which let us know she hadn’t paid any bit of attention to about what we’d been
talking. “I’d give either of you boys a go if you ever let on like you wanted one.”
Wyatt looked over at me again and winked, and then we both got to laughing a little.
“I’m telling it true,” she said. “I can’t take you home, but I’d find somewhere to take you.
I can tell you that.”
“Well, you’re no Angel,” Wyatt said, “but I’m sure you can get the job done.”
And when he said that, I knew exactly what he meant, even if Tina didn’t. She was more
than likely too busy picturing wings and halos, heavenly creatures descending from the sky with
a radiant light surrounding their white-robed bodies, but that’s not what Wyatt had in mind at all.
It never mattered either way. I sat there drunk, watching as she slipped off her shoes, reached
across the bar for Wyatt’s hand, and started dancing all the way down to the opening where he
could meet her.
She looked over at me then, her eyelids looking pretty heavy, said, “Sweetie, would you
mind locking that door behind you?”
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So that’s what I did, just walked over there and locked it. As early as it was and with
those big clouds outside growing darker, I hadn’t really expected any other patron to be blessing
Lucky’s with their presence, but I tended to the door anyway because that’s what she wanted.
Maybe she was just worried about that big husband of hers walking in. By the time I turned back
around, her and Wyatt had disappeared into the back room where they kept the extra bottles. I
didn’t mind much though about being alone, felt good enough to just get back to my seat where I
could pour myself shots from all those unguarded spirits they’d left me with.
❖
As I said before, people talked. And seeing how Tina didn’t seem to hold any sort of
sour opinions about Wyatt, I took that to mean that she hadn’t been well-travelled in the same
kind of circles as the ones in which I’d heard some of the following tales being told.
During my time in town, I’d heard all sorts of stories about Wyatt and what had happened
between him and Angel, about how she’d tried her best to make things work and stuck it out time
and time again. The most unpleasant story though involved Angel carrying around a baby for a
few months that ended up not finding itself born. There had been talk that it could’ve been either
a miscarriage – the natural kind of loss – or the other route which kept the kid’s name off of its
future birth record. There were varying accounts, of course, just as there were different opinions
about Wyatt as a result of these stories. In both versions of it though, people said that Angel
couldn’t stand to look at him afterward, that she just never saw him the way she had seen him
before.
Other stories blamed their separation on Wyatt’s tendency to bury himself in the bottle.
They talked of how Angel got tired of worrying about him being out all night, about where he
was, who he was with, and if he’d make it back home by morning. Even worse, they said, was
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her having to deal with him when he finally did make it there, sometimes finding him passed out
on the front porch with the dog by his feet, not a single hint at how he’d gotten himself there.
Those long, fretful nights had tortured the poor girl, people had said, and part of me kind of
believed them.
But it never interested me much to take a stranger’s word about any other person’s
situation. I tended to see their separation as a combination of both accounts. The second tale
was well-evidenced from all the nights Wyatt and I had spent trying to forget something about
ourselves. That first account though, I just had a strong feeling about some kind of truth being
behind it. It might’ve been how Wyatt’s sober eyes held a sorrow in them that I was never able
to account for. There was a reason for all the things he’d been doing, even if I couldn’t exactly
put my finger on it. But no matter what his true situation was, I could well understand how a
thing turning bad could lead a man to the bottle, even if that bottle was found in a direction
opposite of everything he’d ever caught himself caring about.
❖
When I first left my wife back home in Kentucky and moved out to the Midwest, people
told me to watch out for the tornados, said they’d sound just like a train coming down on top of
you without any tracks in sight. And that’s pretty much exactly what it ended up sounding like.
Wyatt and Tina must’ve been in the back for a good half an hour when I first started hearing it,
felt the ground trembling beneath the weight of that big, heavy cloud reaching down out of the
sky.
It sounded like some kind of giant roar that kept getting closer, and Wyatt made it out of
the back room first once the lights in that place started flickering. He was shirtless and breathing
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heavy, drunk and cursing, working at getting his pants pulled back up around his waist when all
the lights went dark and the electricity kicked out for good.
“What in the hell did you do?” he yelled at me, and then I saw it on his face that he
realized nothing about our current situation had been my doing.
He stumbled over and looked out the window, almost immediately ran back and started
pushing the tables and chairs up against the door like it’d be the only thing to save us. It was
then that Tina came out, crying and shaking all over, but with most of her clothes back where
they belonged. She paced back and forth a bit, mumbling incoherently to herself beneath that
constant roaring, and then she just hunkered down behind the bar with her arms wrapped up tight
around her knees. I sat there on my stool not really knowing what else to do, just spun around
and watched Wyatt slide the furniture across the floor, listening to Tina back there sobbing and
slurring what she probably thought to be her last prayer, crying out, “The Lord is my shepherd,”
over and over again like she was begging for the salvation of all of God’s creatures.
But it turned out we didn’t need saving. A few windows in Lucky’s got broken out and
sent shards of glass spinning arcs across the sticky linoleum flooring, but the giant roaring died
down after that, headed off somewhere further to the west. Tina rose up and wiped her face with
the palm of her hand while I poured a shot from the bottle of whiskey she’d left for me on the
bar. Wyatt stood there in the middle of the room, had his hands gripped on the edge of the only
table he hadn’t managed to get pushed against the door yet. None of us knew what to say at the
time, so after a while we just started in with moving things back where they were when we first
got there, trying to make as little noise as possible, listening closely in case that darkness outside
decided to turn around and come back for us. After that, Wyatt and I took our usual seats back at
the bar, him pulling out the pourer of the whiskey bottle and putting it straight to his lips,
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draining what was left of it, while Tina trembled along and clumsily made her way outside to
assess the damages.
❖
Tina’s husband ended up being just as big as we’d heard he was. Wyatt and I watched
through the truck’s side mirrors as the giant, tattooed man climbed out of a vehicle that neither of
us felt he should’ve even been able to fit into. Then we watched him run across the gravel
parking lot in front of Lucky’s to wrap up Tina in such a way that there was no sign at all of her
smaller frame peeking out from the sides of his massive arms.
After he’d seen the man go off toward Tina and not swivel back around to check out his
truck, Wyatt got back to that far-staring look again as we sat idling at the edge of the parking lot
facing the two-lane county road that brought us there. His left hand sat there resting at the
bottom of the cracked steering wheel. In his right hand, he just kept spinning the aluminum can
we’d found in the front seat along with all the bits of broken glass it had smashed out of his
driver’s side window. In the cornfield across the road, a tractor trailer had been laid down with a
tremendous amount of force, splitting it open across the top and mangling the bottommost
portion upon a graveyard of flattened cornstalks. Aluminum cans similar to the one in Wyatt’s
hand were strewn all across the road, while some could be seen glinting around the cornfield
where an impartial sun had already begun setting through light cracks in the dark clouds that kept
moving off to the west.
“Ain’t that some shit?” he said, leaving an unfeeling sort of tone hanging there between
us in the truck’s cab.
“Sure is,” I said. “It’d be even more shit if there was dog food in that can.”
Wyatt let off a short laugh then that I could tell was forced, sounding exhausted.
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“No. Not the can,” he said. “Not the can, not the window. Not the booze, not Tina, not
that big man out there, not whatever is in the fucking can, not even whatever the fuck that was
that just happened back there. Not nothing. Fuck the can, fuck the truck.”
He began shaking the unlabeled aluminum can in his right hand, pounding out his
syllables hard on the steering wheel with his left.
“It was my fault,” he said, softer than before. “All mine. I fucked it up, all of it.”
I started to speak up then but stopped myself. He’d said what he needed to say, as if to
himself, and it didn’t matter that I was around to hear it. Wyatt continued staring far out through
the windshield into a different world, maybe one made of memories that I was unable to see or
even make guesses about. We sat there in silence for a long while after that, caught in that thick
twilight hour of a substantial drunken haze, the kind which left every movement and every word
feeling weighted down by a lifetime of long-buried regrets.
“She came and left twice before she got the leaving part right,” Wyatt finally said. “At
least I guess that’s how it worked itself out. Did I ever tell you about all that?”
“You hadn’t yet,” I told him, though I’d already heard it from others.
“It’d be just as well to save it for another time then,” he said, rubbing his forehead.
There was another period of that long, drawn-out silence after that, and it lasted for what
could’ve been ten, fifteen minutes. Wyatt just kept looking off through the windshield while I
locked my eyes on the rearview mirror, watching as Tina’s husband put his arm around her waist
and led her back inside the bar.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said eventually, not knowing what else there was to say.
Then Wyatt dropped the aluminum can of whatever-it-was and let it rest there on the
bench seat between us.
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“Let’s roll,” he said. So we rolled.
❖
We were still pretty well drunk, but I could remember our surprise at the lack of damage
we saw during our short drive back down that old county road. And I could also remember the
look on Wyatt’s face, partly ashamed and full of guilt, when he pulled the truck back up to the
curb in front of Angel’s house later that evening. Her car was still gone, the gate to the fence
was still latched shut, and there was no sign at all of the dog we’d sent scurrying and pissing
down the cracked sidewalk earlier that afternoon.
The sun was all but gone from the late day’s sky when Wyatt got out of the truck and
started pacing back and forth, rubbing his temples, lighting a cigarette and blowing the smoke
out in quick, exaggerated puffs.
“I have to wait for them,” he said. “One of them has to come home. Either her or that
dog. One of the two, either one. I have to be sure.”
I must’ve fallen asleep in the cab of Wyatt’s truck not long after that, because the last
thing I could remember from that moment until waking was watching him finally unlatch the
gate of that rusted fence and climb the weathered steps upward before taking a seat in the plastic
lawn chair to wait, as if for an act of God, on his Angel’s front porch.
❖
In my dream that evening, sleeping in the cab of Wyatt’s old truck, I found myself riding
an elephant along empty roads from the Easy Way Inn all the way back to the home I’d shared
with my wife for eleven years in Kentucky. The elephant was adorned with a glittering violetcolored headpiece and a matching drape with golden trim over its back, like the ones I’d seen in
the circus years and years ago, with the words good business stitched across the drape in gold
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lettering right where my left foot hung down. On the right side of the drape, I looked and saw
the words good people sewn down there in the same kind of bright, cursive lettering.
It must’ve been early morning when I arrived home on the back of that elephant and saw
my wife standing out there in the driveway like she’d been waiting almost all night, wearing the
same blue dress she’d worn on the day I’d left, her blonde hair draped across her perfect set of
bare shoulders, with our two daughters standing on either side of her, dressed up and matching,
all three of them wearing the same exact outfit, same shoes, with their hair all done up the same
way like they could’ve been posing for a family photograph that would’ve sat to one side of an
imaginary office desk or maybe at the center of our mantle. Dew had settled on the grass around
our mailbox, and it seemed so real and fine that I could feel its dampness collecting along the
shirt collar at the back of my neck.
“They’re not real, you know,” she said, nodding toward our suddenly not-real daughters.
“You’re not sad about that?” I asked her.
“What would be the point?” she asked in return. “Sadness is just all of our happiness in
reverse.”
Our little girls were gone then – the two perfect daughters, just like my wife had always
wanted for us – but she still stood there waiting for me in the misty, dew-laden driveway. I’d
nearly lost track of the elephant beneath me when it made a shrill trumpeting sound, turning its
violet-crowned head around toward me and lifting its trunk up over a set of long ivory tusks.
The end of its trunk was curled around a bottle of whiskey, which it then reached out toward my
open right hand, and for the first time in a long while, I wondered whether or not the bottle was
worth taking. I grabbed the bottle and turned it over in my hand, examining the labels and
thinking back about the life I’d left behind, thinking about Wyatt – about Angel and that dog
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who kept getting lost somewhere between them – and about all the bad we’d done in our short
time together. And finally, if only briefly, I thought about how I’d been using the old Easy Way
Inn, in its purest form, as an easy way out. In that moment, I remembered all there was that I’d
been trying to forget, and I thought about how finding a thing was sometimes nothing more than
a simple act of un-losing.
❖
The stiffness in my back when I woke up in the cab of Wyatt’s truck later that night
called back my first memories of Wyatt, of him pacing back and forth in the front yard of that
run-down rental home, trying his damnedest to stretch himself far enough to get the last bit of
kinks worked out. When I looked out the passenger side window though and saw him asleep
there on Angel’s front porch in that chair with the fence gate open and their lost dog resting at
his feet, he never looked more peaceful. I wondered what his first thought might be when his
eyes finally worked themselves open, if he’d take a half-squint to be sure that half of what he’d
been waiting there for had finally came back to him, or if he’d simply wonder if maybe it had
been there in that yard somewhere all along.
I picked up the aluminum can from the middle of the bench seat, brushed away the last
few pieces of broken glass, and dropped it to the floorboard before sliding myself over behind
the steering wheel. For a long while after that, I just looked out through the truck’s windshield,
at something far off down the road, and kept staring at nothing in particular while my plan took
shape. I knew for sure where it was that I’d be heading – first to the Easy Way to pick up the
things I’d left behind, and then the long and lonely drive back to my wife and home in Kentucky,
deciding to let my apologies and explanations somehow work themselves out somewhere along
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those roads. The only problem I could see was going to be getting that loud-as-hell truck started
up without waking and drawing Wyatt from the only place he ever wanted to be.
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